INTRODUCTION
Thinking about the Trump Administration and climate change presents difficulties. In terms of our political discourse, civility, partisanship, and even our public aspirations, we sit at a low point of politics that we have not seen for decades. At the same time, when it comes to climate change, we are paralyzed and are continually failing to act on one of the great challenges of this generation. It is easy to feel depressed as one considers two realities: the current administration is not up for the challenge, and the challenge is in many ways insurmountable even when Washington is at its best. Still, looking ahead, it is not all despair. The title of this essay, Come Hell and High Water, suggests that we are facing challenges of enormous proportions. It also suggests that the way to respond to these challenges is through digging deep and facing them with grit and courage.
In this essay, I attempt to give a fair even if depressing picture of where we stand as we face climate change in the age of Trump and then provide some more general thoughts about climate change policy in the bigger picture, including how to think about climate change in a post-Trump world.
Specifically, in Part I, I briefly detail Trump s position on climate change and what has happened with climate change policy since President [Vol. 13:65 Trump took office. Part II puts what we are seeing into a broader historical and political context. Part III provides some speculations about where we are heading. This Part also includes a plea to those concerned about our direction to take action to change it. In Part IV, I briefly conclude.
I. PRESIDENT TRUMP ON CLIMATE CHANGE
In this Part there is very little I offer that might inspire optimism. The reason for this has to do with the fact that President Trump s positions and actions on climate change are simply an attempt to institutionalize climate denialism. Later Parts in the essay provide some reasons for hope, as well as encouragement that we ought to fight for a better future.
But we start with climate denialism and Trump. This is nothing new for him. Since 2011 he has tweeted his skepticism of climate change over a hundred times.
1 Additionally, climate denialism has in fact been one of the overarching themes of his candidacy and presidency. While it is not as dominant as his criticism of President Obama and Hillary Clinton, it certainly is a dominant strand of his Twitter feed. Here are a few examples:
In the 1920s, people were worried about global cooling, it never happened, now it s global warming, give me a break. Of course, President Trump s position on climate change is much more than the bluster of his tweets. Rather, what we have seen over his first year is a concerted effort to take this deep skepticism of climate change and find ways to turn it into policy.
I do not intend to go in a lot of depth here, but I do hope to provide some examples of how this has been done. The hope here is to demark generally where we are when it comes to climate change policy in the Trump Administration.
First, President Trump has used the appointment power to try to fill his administration with those that ignore or deny climate change, particularly in those positions dealing with issues related to climate change. 7 Chief skeptic among them is the Administrator of the EPA, Scott Pruitt a fact that has been overshadowed by a long list of scandals during his time as Administrator. It is easy to forget that he the Administrator of the EPA! questions whether carbon dioxide is a primary contributor of the warming climate, 8 a skepticism that flies in the face of a long-standing recognition of climate change at the EPA dating back at least to the 1990s. Indeed, despite this antagonistic approach to the challenge of climate change and his penchant for questionable management of agency resources, in terms of getting things done, Pruitt has proven to be one of the most effective members of Trump s cabinet 9 working towards rolling back environmental protection with what has manifested itself as a near-religious zeal. 10 Another prominent skeptic in an important position dealing with climate change is Energy Secretary Rick Perry, who actually used to be a proponent of eliminating the [Vol. 13:65 Department of Energy.
11 To head the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ), which is the chief policy position within the White House that oversees and advises on environmental issues, President Trump nominated outspoken climate change skeptic Kathleen Hartnett White. 12 Harnett White has said that belief in global warming is a kind of paganism for secular elites. 13 In her hearings, she proved herself to be completely unaware of many environmental issues and, particularly, climate change.
14 Ultimately, likely because she was such a flawed nominee, the Trump Administration withdrew her nomination.
15
To be the NASA Administrator an agency that has in recent decades been a leader on climate change science President Trump nominated another skeptic: James Bridenstine of Oklahoma. 16 Second, the Trump Administration has drastically shifted the executive far away from the Obama Administration s environmentally friendly actions and policies. In another article from this excellent symposium, Professor Jessica Owley highlighted how the Trump Administration has opened up coal and gas production. 20 We have seen the beginning of the repeal of the Clean Power Plan, 21 which would have been the most meaningful reform under the Obama administration to reduce climate change gases. There has been reconsideration of the auto emission rule, 22 which was the second most effective method that the Obama administration proposed in reducing our greenhouse gases. Budget cuts and decimation have been proposed in our environmental agencies 23 and within those, targeted cuts aimed at dismantling most federal climate programs.
24 This is true of the EPA, the Department of Commerce s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the United Nations, the Department of Energy, and NASA. 25 We have also seen the approval of the Keystone 26 and Dakota Access Pipelines. 31 and a policy that would require climate change to be considered in federal decision-making. 32 Furthermore, to push for further institutionalized climate denialism, the Trump Administration has mandated the absolute scrubbing, deletion, and alteration of any mention of climate change data on federal websites. 33 We saw this from the first day the Trump Administration took over the White House s website. 34 Furthermore, at the EPA, this scrubbing was overseen directly by Administrator Pruitt. 35 Climate change data has been scrubbed and has gone missing from multiple federal agency websites. 36 For those who are concerned with protecting the environment and fighting climate change, times are bleak. In just over a year, President Trump has chosen to completely reverse the path of the United States, one of the greatest contributors on Earth to climate change, from a path of combating climate change under President Obama, to one of denialism and environmental degradation where science is ridiculed and set aside in favor of unfettered business interests. I do not know which direction it will ultimately go in, but I cannot imagine there will be any major course 28 See id. 29 It is easy to argue that even before President Trump came into power, U.S. policy had failed, often in major ways, to address the problem of climate change. 38 As Professor Rebecca Bratspies mentions in her article that is part of this symposium, the level of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere is off the charts. 39 Of course, off the charts means in comparison to the last 800,000 years. 40 There is no indication that, that direction is changing, 41 so this is a very serious problem. Add to this problem the greenhouse gases that are called stock pollutants. Most greenhouse gases in the environment last decades before they go away. So, we are still dealing with stock pollutants that your grandparents, parents, and perhaps even great-grandparents put into the air, depending on what kind we are talking about.
42 And in our modern society, we are putting more and more of those stock pollutants that have longer lives in the atmosphere. So, whatever increases come from President Trump s policies are bound to stick around much longer than he will be in office.
So, it is a bleak place that we are starting from. I will bring up some more positive news in this Essay as it is not all darkness; just mostly darkness. 37 First of all, the rest of the world has not followed President Trump s lead. We do see international progress still being formulated, 43 and you also see the U.S. becoming somewhat of an international pariah because of climate change.
See President Trump Vows to Usher in Golden Era of American Energy
In addition, many states and cities within the U.S. are acting to combat climate change without the federal government. 44 Professor Bratspies highlighted some of these efforts in New York and California where they have introduced a renewable portfolio standard: a method in which a state mandates a targeted goal of renewable energy to make up a portion of a state s energy portfolio over a particular time frame. 45 Many states and cities, mostly those run by Democrats, have gone down the path of California, which is perhaps the most aggressive. Professor Erin Ryan highlighted that these sorts of regulatory backstops are exactly what our federal system requires or allows for. 46 So, it is not necessarily all terrible. Furthermore, as a significant portion of society lives in large cities, these actions taken by large cities should not be discounted these are large portions of the economy.
In addition to this, we have a wide range of entities that are suing the federal government. President Trump can overturn policies but, without Congress s help, cannot overturn law. Currently under most of these environmental laws, citizens, environmental groups, states, and other entities are suing the Trump Administration in an attempt to stop the Administration from further unwinding environmental protections. 47 As Professor Tracy Hester discusses in his contribution to this symposium, there are also private lawsuits often based in tort, and these have the potential to be game changers in their own right. In addition, markets impact the climate picture and are at least partially immune to policy prescriptions. 49 Despite what happens in the political sector for many decisions, it is not what is on the books that matter: the dollar rules the day. While markets are significant contributors to climate change, there are also some long-term trends emerging in the market that may help fight climate change. 50 Perhaps the most significant change in the U.S. is natural gas prices. Over the past ten years, largely due to fracking, the cost of natural gas has decreased significantly, contributing to the decline of coal. 51 The importance of this is that generating electricity from natural gas amounts to around a little less than half of the carbon emissions than the equivalent energy created with coal fire plants. 52 This is a major shift. Coal had been declining since the 1980s, and over the past ten years there have been steep declines in coal, mainly due to new gas that has been produced. 53 It is hard to imagine that President Trump s policies, which basically aid natural gas development, are going to do anything but make gas cheaper, which makes coal less appealing. 54 One statistic that is worth noting is that more than half of the coal-fired power plants in the U.S. have been shut down since 2010. 55 There have been coal plants that have been shuttered since President Trump was elected, despite his desire to prop up the coal industry. 56 Decisions about coal power plants are determined on a thirty-year time frame, and a president, even a two-term President Trump, is not going to be able to protect them. Thus, many businesses need to recalibrate.
Another helpful issue to think about is energy efficiency. If it is made price-competitive, who would not want to buy, assuming they are going to buy one anyway, a car, a truck, a washing machine, or whatever that uses less energy?
Even if the federal government is not going to require it, to some extent state standards and international standards are accomplishing this, along with consumer demands. Over the previous decades, as clean energy has grown large, wind farms have become more affordable along with solar, including small-scale private installations on houses.
57 Even though the Trump Administration has added a tariff to imported solar (in the name of preserving domestic manufacturing jobs), 58 not much can change the long-term outlook: renewable energy is growing, and it is growing fast. This growth has made a tremendous change. We have seen double-digit growth sustained over the past decade or so of green energy and it is likely to continue to grow. 59 We have all of these factors going in different directions. President Trump, obviously, is pushing things one way, while various other factors are pushing it another way. However, I would like to put this in a broader context. What does this mean as we are going forward? We have talked a lot about looking back and where we are, but what about going forward? My guess is, as important as President Trump s handling, or as I see it, mishandling, of climate change is, it is likely only one of a large number of issues that are going to determine future presidential elections.
The current American electorate is extremely fractured as the Republican and Democratic parties have practically been at war with each other and with themselves. 60 In the past, when this has occurred, parties have often ended up reinventing themselves. Let me just provide two different 56 Emily Flitter & Scott DiSavino, Coal Plant Closures Continue Even As U.S. Ends 'Clean Power Plan', REUTERS (Oct. 13, 2017, 2:58 PM), https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-energy-coalclosures/coal-plant-closures-continue-even-as-u-s-ends-clean-power-plan-idUSKBN1CI2RH. 57 Conservation of the environment was one of those things that moved Roosevelt into action; to the extent that we hear Republicans talk about the Republican legacy of environmental protection, Theodore Roosevelt is generally the main justification for such claims. But the election of 1912 was not just about the environment, or even primarily about the environment. The 1912 election was about other things, for the most part: big businesses and their impact on ordinary people, women s suffrage, and tariffs.
In order to win in 1912, Woodrow Wilson co-opted big chunks of Theodore Roosevelt s legacy, which led to a reconfiguration of both Republican and Democratic parties. The environment really did not play a big role in either of the newly reconstructed parties up until the late 1960s and the early 1970s.
The election of 1968 was a raucous affair. At that time, President Nixon ran as a Republican and the election took place in a very tumultuous time. The year 1968 saw the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy. It was dominated by violent protests, even riots in the streets lasting weeks at a time in many American cities. There were even mass protests going on in a number of places throughout the world.
In the U.S., there were massive demonstrations against the Vietnam War, and there was just as much social unrest resulting from questions about the proper response to these demonstrations. Nixon came into the fore calling for law and order. And, in addition to that, the election featured George Wallace running as a third-party candidate saying there was no difference between either of the parties, focusing most of his energy on segregation.
George Wallace thought the segregation of the South was something that should be valued and neither party seemed to give it the proper time of day. Thus, in running as a third-party candidate, he was criticizing the real shift in the Democratic Party, which had long been associated with protecting white interest in the South.
During JFK s and LBJ s time, the Democratic Party began adopting and embracing some civil rights legislation. Nixon decided, even though he had a strong record of being in favor of civil rights, to run to the right of the Democrats. He positioned himself somewhere in the middle between George Wallace and the Democrats, opening with what is called a Southern strategy.
The Southern strategy was basically a way to court white voters by playing at least somewhat to foot dragging on desegregation. In 1968, Nixon won the presidency by playing at least somewhat to anti-segregationists while almost completely sidelining environmental issues. It is interesting that by 1970 the issue of the environment had become a big part of the national landscape, and an even more important part of Nixon s administration. For a long time, particularly in the 70 s, the environment was not necessarily a political issue, but it was an issue that the parties were fighting to claim.
III. WHERE ARE WE HEADING?
Where are we now? While the importance of the environment has largely faded from the Republican agenda, the GOP finds itself at an important crossroad.
I suspect that the names Harvey, Irma, Jose, and Maria will resonate well beyond this hurricane season, and not just because it is going to take years to repair the damage done. Add to this the important issues with gender equality. I think the #MeToo and #TimesUp movements underlines many of the issues that are out there. And, like the 1968 election, we still have significant issues of prejudice to grapple with that have manifested themselves lately in increasingly stark examples of nationalism, racism, antisemitism, homophobia, sexism, xenophobia, and hostilities against people with disabilities as well as the LGBTQ communities.
There is a wide range of other issues that have arisen that will undoubtedly influence both political parties. These include everything from players kneeling during the national anthem at NFL games and the role of science more broadly to immigration, healthcare, and tax policy. Furthermore, we have seen concerns for gun violence and gun control receive a great deal of attention in the wake of a number of heartbreaking shootings. There are also issues of war and peace and the United States role on the international stage.
Given the demographic shifts that are immediate on the horizon, at least some of these issues will prove decisive with future actions. I am certain of it. It is uncertain, however, how this mess will play out. Polling data suggests that concern about climate change resonates with the growing majority of Americans, and Professor Ryan mentioned earlier in the symposium that younger people are much more likely to see this as an issue, that the generational divide favors action over doing nothing. So, even with all these other issues at the forefront of American politics, it is likely that climate change will continue to be important, even if it does not resonate immediately on the federal stage and even if it is one of a number of issues that prove important going forward.
Climate change will have importance at state and local agencies in certain local politics. In all of this uncertainty, the way forward is not readily clear. We are already seeing the impacts of climate change and will continue to do so; the main questions surround the severity of those impacts, whether we are prepared for these impacts, and how we will deal with them.
In all of this, the one thing I can say with certainty is that involvement matters. The fact that we are facing dire political challenges in the face of dire challenges in society and our environment is not a reason to check out, but rather, it is a reason to check in. We need people who care, people who are alarmed by what they are seeing, and people who feel upset about our direction to try to change things. We owe that to ourselves, those we care about, those who will come after we are gone, and those without a voice to do what we can. Individual action adds up. The more who try to lift this burden off of us, the more likely we indeed succeed.
IV. CONCLUSION
During President Trump s first year in office, it has become apparent that his administration is set on institutionalizing climate denialism. President Trump has filled vital federal posts with numerous climate change skeptics and has attempted to reverse nearly all of President Obama s policies aimed at protecting the environment. For those concerned with climate change, this first year gives a bleak blueprint for what will come in the remaining three years of President Trump s first term and possibly four more years after that. However, there is hope that the market in general and state and local governments will be able to continue the fight against climate change. Ultimately, climate change, along with all the other issues currently facing the U.S., will likely result in drastic changes in both the Republican and Democratic parties similar to shifts that have occurred in the past. What those changes will look like and what the future of American politics will be are yet to be seen, but undoubtedly the events of the past year will be seen as catalysts for those changes.
